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Praise for How to Teach Psychology






I wish this book had been around when I first started teaching A-level psychology! Psychology explores memory, cognition, learning and various social or environmental factors affecting human behaviour. Yet, there is a dearth of systematic, subject specific, practical application of these insights to teaching, designing courses and supporting effective study habits and routines in psychology.


How to Teach Psychology is an essential resource for trainee psychology teachers and a valuable tool for experienced teachers looking to refine their practice. As someone who trained in a different discipline, I know firsthand how useful it will be for teachers in the same position. Exploring the ideas here, over an academic year perhaps, will help develop the expertise of Psychology teachers and departments.


Paul Cline and Mike Hobbiss’ practical expertise as current teachers is combined with their subject and pedagogical knowledge to great effect in How to Teach Psychology. The multiple worked examples are immediately useful in lessons and helped me think about how the underlying principles could be applied in my own context.


Ben White
Psychology teacher, assistant head teacher, 
education author and consultant


A really useful book for both new psychology teachers and more experienced ones. Lots of practical advice and ideas to make your teaching even better and support your students to reach their full potential in psychology.


Deb Gajic
CPsychol, AFBPsS


Given the number of education books published in recent years, when a new one reaches us, it is always reasonable to ask, ‘What does this one add?’


In Cline and Hobbiss’ case, the answer is undoubtedly ‘a great deal’. It is genuinely rare to find a book this well-researched, clearly sequenced and comprehensive. Opening with a general discussion of learning, Cline and Hobbiss outline concepts that may recur in other works but do so with an uncommon level of analysis and detail. This characteristic continues through the main body of the book, which delves into the practical teaching of psychology in a way that is fascinating, nuanced, and genuinely groundbreaking. As a profession, we now have a decent idea of the ‘theory’ of good teaching. What we don’t have enough of an idea of is how we actually implement that theory in different classrooms and in different subjects. Until now, nobody had done this critical work for the teaching of psychology, and it’s hard to imagine how anybody could have done it better than Cline and Hobbiss. If you teach psychology, this book should become your bible.


Adam Boxer
Science teacher and director of education at Carousel Learning


This book is worth a read for all teachers, not only teachers of psychology, as it lays the fundamentals for good teaching independent of the subject. It can also provide psychology teachers with new content to expand the curriculum on how we learn.


Paul A. Kirschner
Emeritus professor of educational psychology


By writing How to Teach Psychology Paul and Mike have managed distil years of research with their own excellent classroom experience. This book contains within it such an excellent overview of how learning happens, and what teachers can do to support it, that it would benefit teachers of all subjects. As a psychology teacher I really found the concrete examples and scenarios helped me fully understand how to put the theory into practice and it left me with tangible strategies I could try in my class the very next day. I would strongly encourage all psychology teachers to buy this book for effective and sustainable improvements to their lessons.


Adam Robbins
Science and psychology teacher, managing editor at CogSciSci


What Paul and Mike have written here is brilliant! Combining both the key learning fundamentals with the disciplinary fundamentals of psychology means this book is a brilliant resource for psychology teachers. And I have no doubt this book will be valuable to all teachers regardless of what they teach. The WHAT mindset they describe is a great framework and offers incredible food for thought.


Bradley Busch
Author and psychologist at Inner Drive


What an immense book! As a psychology teacher of 13 years, I can honestly say there is no other book that accomplishes so well what Cline and Hobbiss have done with How to Teach Psychology. It is so thorough, practical, and applicable for any and all teachers of psychology. And it is equally valuable for both new teachers of psychology and those who’ve been at it for years. I will frequently be revisiting this book to better my classroom and my teaching.


Blake Harvard
Psychology teacher and author


Psychology proves to be one of the most popular subjects in the country. Happily, the subject now has a book on how to teach it that should match that popularity! If you want to know how young people learn best - and how to apply it to every psychology classroom - this is the perfect book for you. It is packed with practical examples, student vignettes, and research evidence communicated clearly and usefully. It is rare to find a ‘How to teach...’ book this comprehensive and this good – so buy it!


Alex Quigley
Author, consultant and head of content and engagement at the Education Endowment Foundation


I found How to Teach Psychology by Paul Cline and Mike Hobbiss to be a multifaceted and fascinating read. Not only is the book evidence-informed, but the experience and expertise of the authors shines through every page. They have developed deep and meaningful insight that only someone that has spent significant time in the classroom, specifically the psychology classroom, can possess. The potential challenges and problems that arise in the psychology classroom are addressed with practical solutions, guidance and advice. I can confidently and highly recommend this book, a book that teachers will absorb and no doubt return to again and again to support and enhance their practice.


Kate Jones
Senior associate for teaching and learning at 
Evidence Based Education






















Introduction







The unique appeal, and challenge, of psychology


Since the introduction of the first A-level in 1971, psychology in secondary schools has been a huge success story. In 2024, 76,130 students were entered for A-level psychology, making it comfortably the second most popular A-level nationally, behind mathematics. At GCSE, although the overall numbers remain significantly smaller, they are rising sharply. 18,095 students sat GCSE psychology in 2023, up nearly 30% on the number for 2021. And it’s not just in the UK; across Europe, the US and the rest of the world the numbers of school-age students studying psychology is growing. There is an enormous appetite for psychology within schools, and with that comes a great demand for psychology teachers.


So, what are the reasons for this rise in popularity? And what are the challenges that arise from trying to teach psychology in schools?







Students choose psychology for all sorts of reasons


In an interesting recent study, Sokolová (2023) found that UK students were less likely to report that their motivation to study psychology was driven by beliefs about the difficulty of the subject. They reported lower levels of agreement with statements such as ‘I believe that other subjects are more difficult than psychology’ and ‘Psychology is easy to study’. The optimistic interpretation of this finding may be that the old stereotype of psychology as a ‘soft’ subject in which it is easier to achieve good grades may be on the wane, at least according to student perceptions in the UK. (If this is true, then we now just need to get the message out to some universities!) Students also strongly agreed with statements relating to understanding themselves and the behaviour of others, such as ‘I want to understand how the mind works’ and ‘Studying psychology will help me to understand myself’.


These findings support what Jarvis (2011) has called the ‘sexy subject’ hypothesis – the idea that students study psychology simply because it is interesting and something they are intrinsically motivated to find out more about. Psychology provides a unique opportunity for students to find out about themselves and the behaviour of those around them. Studying it in school, during adolescence, provides the opportunity to learn about these things at a time in their lives when puzzling out the complexities of human social interactions – and our place in them – is of utmost importance.


Supporting students on a journey of self-discovery can, of course, bring its own difficulties. We are teachers rather than clinicians, and so we must be alert to those students who seek to study psychology for insight into, or help with, their own challenges. A clear line needs to be drawn with respect to the level of support we can offer as classroom teachers, and what needs to be referred to pastoral teams. An associated concern is that students learning about different types of conditions or disorders often have a tendency to self-diagnose somewhat and identify all kinds of symptoms in themselves. Indeed, right at the inception of A-level psychology in 1971, this was raised as a potential problem:


There were misgivings in University Psychology departments and other places on the grounds that the subject demands a level of maturity beyond what could be expected of the average 16-year-old, and worse, it might lead to morbid introspection perhaps actually increasing the incidence of some disorders. (Cocker, 2020, p. 2)1


A particular challenge of psychology teaching therefore arises when discussing any kind of atypical behaviour. Psychology teachers need to be able to confidently explain that in most cases we should think of identifiable syndromes, conditions and disorders as representing the extreme end of a particular spectrum, rather than a binary position, and that many ‘symptoms’ are perfectly common within the general population, all without conflating the everyday and the pathological.







Psychology is a complex discipline


So what? Well, the very features of psychology that make it fascinating can also make it challenging, both to learn and to teach. The mind-blowing complexity of the human brain, and the social systems we have created around it, can be just that… mind-blowing! Fundamentally, psychology is trying to answer the question, why do people do what they do? The answer to that question is phenomenally complicated and has a number of consequences that are not always present in other scientific disciplines.


For starters, it means that often in psychology there are very few categorically ‘right’ answers, but rather multiple competing or overlapping explanations for behaviour that vary by context (situation, culture, time period and so on). This makes psychology challenging to teach, partly because of the different ways that students may respond to it. Some people are appalled – how can a discipline claim to be scientific when it doesn’t produce any concrete ‘truths’? Others are delighted – if there are no correct answers then anything goes, right? Both types of students are tricky to deal with because neither have (yet) really grasped the nuance of psychology.


This challenge is compounded by the lack of a coherent single paradigm in the subject, meaning that we can’t even agree on the right questions to ask or how to ask them let alone on what conclusions to draw. Many students, even very successful ones, therefore develop the impression of psychology as essentially a disparate collection of sub-disciplines rather than a single subject. This is not an entirely inaccurate depiction, but neither is it the whole truth. There are meaningful connections to be drawn between seemingly independent and competing explanations of human behaviour. It is also possible (we would argue important) for students to develop the understanding that apparently competing explanations do not have to be mutually exclusive, but instead can be describing the same thing from different levels of explanation. It is perfectly possible, for example, to analyse a behaviour from biological, cognitive and psychodynamic perspectives and find some use in all of these.


The same thing goes for methodology. Students may struggle to accept that no methodology is perfect, and that it would be impossible to study behaviour in a completely scientific manner – if that were even considered desirable! They may find it hard to accept that in psychology we are often trying to investigate things that are essentially hidden from view and therefore can only be assessed via various imperfect proxies.


All of this creates a subject-specific challenge for psychology students… and their teachers!


Psychology teachers face the difficult task of narrowing down such a complex field clearly enough to allow students to make sense of psychology as a discipline, without leading to the sorts of oversimplifications that, as we saw previously, were already worrying universities in 1971 at the very beginning of the A-level. In the classroom, we will often be aware that there is more nuance to add to any consideration of a particular behaviour, and we have to actively weigh up the trade-offs between exposing that nuance versus reducing the content to a simple enough level for novices.







Psychology cohorts typically vary a lot


In addition, psychology teachers must also grapple with the variety of their cohorts. If you wander into an A-level physics class you’ll often encounter a pretty familiar group of students. They’ve mostly got pretty decent prior attainment, a string of 7+ grades at GCSE and will likely be taking at least one of mathematics, chemistry or biology too (and quite possibly all of them). We don’t want to overgeneralise, but in most cases physics teachers probably have a reasonably good idea of who they’re going to get.


In contrast, a typical psychology class may include those taking a range of science courses, humanities courses and alternative qualifications such as BTEC diplomas. Some may be confident mathematicians, while others prefer essay writing; some will favour exams, and others coursework. Some will have chosen psychology because of a clear interest in the subject (whatever they perceive it to be!) while for others it may have been simply something to fill up their timetable.


Of course, every subject has variety, but accommodating such a range of different students with different academic profiles is a common and specific challenge for psychology teachers. Knowing how best to cater for such a mix is a tricky challenge. This is made even more difficult by the inherent variety in students’ interests. Quite often it’s the more applied topics like clinical or criminal psychology that appeal to prospective students, but these cannot be easily accessed without firm foundations in the fundamentals. This means that for any given topic it’s possible to have students in a class who absolutely love it alongside those who find it utterly boring, which can lead some to give up on the subject before they even get to the bits that they signed up for in the first place. A further challenge, then, for psychology teachers is to ensure all topics are delivered with the same passion and enthusiasm (regardless of their own potential biases and knowledge base), with a clear sense of how each topic contributes to the bigger picture.







Not all psychology teachers are psychology specialists


A related issue is that sometimes the popularity of the subject can overwhelm schools’ abilities to provide psychology specialists as teachers. Although exact government initial teacher training (ITT) data does not contain explicit figures for psychology (it is grouped into the delightful category of ‘other’, along with media and communication studies and social studies), in 2022 this category trained only 426 teachers, which was just 19% of the target of 2240 (DfE, 2023). In 2021, only 25% of the target were trained. This isn’t helped by the fact that there are relatively few postgraduate teacher training places available; for example, at the time of publication there are only seven university PGCEs in psychology in England, with a smattering of other school-centred routes and apprenticeships making up a pretty unsatisfactory picture for the second most popular A-level in the country.


As a result of all this, an unusually large number of psychology teachers have either their main degree or their teacher training qualification in a different subject.2 Conversely, many psychology teachers find themselves also delivering other subjects to fill up their timetable. Such non-specialism does not necessarily have to be a weakness – far from it – but it does create challenges, especially early on in a teacher’s psychology teaching career. Research suggests that different teaching and learning activities may be relatively more important for success in different subjects (Burgess et al., 2022; Langbroek et al., 2024). This is why throughout this book we always try to ask the question, what does this mean for psychology? We look at how we can best interpret evidence given the specific characteristics of our subject. In doing so, we hopefully provide a grounding for all psychology teachers regardless of their background.







Psychology students are relatively senior


Another challenge to consider is that psychology students are relatively senior members of the school community, even from the first moment they set foot in your classroom. As a result, we naturally don’t want to treat them exactly as we might treat a class of embryonic Year 7s. However, our experience is that starting the course with an intention to ‘treat them like adults’ is an approach fraught with perils. For one thing, these are still young people, only a summer break removed from being in Year 11 (or Year 9 for those studying GCSE). For another, the things we are trying to do in classrooms are also hard for adults. As a result, there is no contradiction between respecting our students as adults and also explicitly and repeatedly emphasising the systems, rules and expectations of your classroom.


Of course, this is not a problem confined to psychology lessons alone, but is perhaps potentially more significant in psychology for a few reasons:




	The discursive nature of the subject, along with the lack of ‘right’ answers, may appear to lend itself to a type of lesson that needs less rigidity.



	The heavy content load of psychology specifications, which places a greater demand on student independent learning and revision.



	The idea that students have chosen to study psychology suggests they are more intrinsically motivated (see Section 1A: Learning fundamentals).



	The varied intake of psychology cohorts that often includes those who have struggled to succeed academically so far, some of whom may present more behavioural problems.



	Psychology teachers working in post-16 or sixth-form settings may find their centres have more relaxed systems and fewer centralised policies for behaviour than may be the case in secondary schools.











Academic learning is really hard!


A final, more general problem that psychology teachers face is a general one: the problem of learning. Our remarkable brains are dazzlingly good at learning… some things! Academic learning, however, is often effortful, slow and inefficient. Our brains are also dazzlingly good at forgetting things that are not deemed meaningful or useful enough, or that are not practised enough. The sort of knowledge we are teaching in school is going to be a prime candidate for this process. Students can sometimes get very frustrated at this apparent paradox – the ‘amazing’ brain that we spend our time in class celebrating also seems to let us down surprisingly often! This creates myriad challenges for every teacher to try to navigate in terms of motivation, pedagogy and content choices.


Put all these challenges together and we don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say that psychology is a uniquely challenging subject to teach. Of course, all subjects have their own distinct nuances, and this isn’t to pretend that psychology is harder or more special than geography, economics or physics – although clearly we think it’s better! It’s to say that the particular nuances of academic psychology, the context of the subject within many schools and colleges and the difficulty of effective learning all create a blend of challenges that deserve bespoke approaches. These bespoke approaches are what we will present in this book.








An evidence-informed approach to teaching psychology in schools


We strongly believe that the best way to face these myriad challenges is through taking an evidence-informed approach. In the words of Stephen Chew and colleagues, we need to ‘practice what we teach’ (Chew et al., 2018). They write that:


Psychology educators should not only employ scientifically validated principles of learning and evidence-based pedagogies but should use the methods of psychological science to test the effectiveness of their teaching practices empirically. [We urge] more psychology educators to become leaders in innovative and effective teaching by leveraging our disciplinary understanding of the fundamentals of teaching and learning.


We heartily agree with this sentiment. Taking an evidence-informed approach to psychology teaching involves designing learning experiences that take into account what we know about how we learn in general and also what we know about how we learn in psychology. We start with two fundamental questions:




	What do we know about how people learn in general?



	What are the specific features of psychology as a discipline that impact how we learn it?






These help us answer a third question, the one which is in fact the most important: what should I actually do in my classroom?


Putting all of this together, our model of psychology teaching looks like the below. We call this the ‘psychology teaching framework’.








The psychology teaching framework
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Extended Descriptions

Diagram comparing ‘Learning fundamentals’ on the left with ‘Disciplinary fundamentals’ for Psychology on the right, connected by ‘Pedagogical implications’ in the centre. Under ‘Learning fundamentals’ are listed: ‘Attention and working memory are limited’, ‘Learning requires repeated hard thinking’, ‘Motivation drives, and is driven by, learning’, ‘Positive habits free up processing capacity’, ‘Prior knowledge is a key predictor of future learning’, and ‘Feedback must change the learner for the better’. The ‘Pedagogical implications’ section contains a vertical list: ‘Get attention’, ‘Manage cognitive load’, ‘Check what they know’, ‘Make meaning’, ‘Secure success’, ‘Review regularly’, and ‘Feedforward’. ‘Disciplinary fundamentals’ for Psychology are: ‘Psychology is a hierarchical subject (mostly)’, ‘Research methods, and statistics, really matter’, ‘Students need a blend of scientific and literacy skills’, ‘Students have limited prior knowledge’, ‘Conclusions (and language) are cautious’, and ‘There’s so much we still don’t know’.




The teaching framework underpins all of the thinking around which the rest of the book is structured. Section 1 looks at six ‘learning fundamentals’, which are crucial principles of learning that have important implications for how we teach. However, lessons from research can only be successful if careful thought has been given to the context into which they will be applied. As a result, we then set out our ‘disciplinary fundamentals’, which are six essential features of psychology (or at least of psychology courses at secondary school level) that also impinge on how students learn and how we teach. Finally, putting both of these strands together, we identify and describe seven key pedagogical implications for psychology teaching.


In Section 2 we will examine the psychology curriculum. In an exam-based subject like psychology, an awful lot is driven by the exam specification, and it can seem like curriculum discussions are somewhat limited. However, we will explore the ways in which teachers do have some choice in their curriculum, from the macro decisions such as which specification or option topics to teach, to the micro decisions around topic sequencing or choosing appropriate research evidence to include. We’ll examine how the teaching framework can assist us in making informed decisions about our curricula. We’ll also consider some of the big challenges facing psychology in the 21st century, such as diversity in the curriculum and the need to balance a sound, historical perspective with up-to-date research.


In Section 3 we get to the core content. Here, the teaching framework will be put into practice. No matter which specification you teach, at the heart of any psychology course is a set of theories, studies, treatments, methods, approaches, perspectives, issues and debates. We’ll consider the ways in which these need to be considered differently and how to ensure students gain a meaningful understanding of all of them through evidence-informed teaching.


In Section 4 we look at how the teaching framework can assist us in the design of assessment and feedback for psychology. With such a varied mode of assessment (students may be assessed via a wide range of different types of questions in an exam) and such a range of demands on students, figuring out how best to assess their learning is key. At the same time, balancing the need for useful data, formative feedback and managing workload is crucial.


In Section 5 we will consider some of the broader issues around teaching in, or leading, a successful evidence-informed psychology department. We’ll look at ways to try to recruit the right students, providing rich co-curricular opportunities, supporting students in applying to study psychology further and considering the professional development of you and your team.







Putting it into practice – example teaching segments


The aim of this book is to provide a picture, in as clear a manner as possible, of what we do in the classroom and why. In order to do this, we have interspersed ‘example teaching segments’ throughout.3 These segments show the teaching framework in action and provide a concrete demonstration of how the pedagogical implications can be applied. The teachers and students described in the segments (and other scenarios) are fictional; the experiences – both the triumphs and the disasters – are all based on our own.


The teaching segments therefore provide the best window we can offer into what our ‘evidence-informed’ classrooms actually look and feel like. Importantly, however, this book is not written to suggest that your classroom needs to look or feel exactly the same.







What it means to be ‘evidence-informed’, and what it doesn’t


Being evidence-informed in teaching means simply that we attempt to use findings from research to inform the choices we make in the classroom. It means we think we can use knowledge from psychology, cognitive science, neuroscience, education and other fields to identify the best starting points for a professional journey, which is then continued through reflection and refinement.


However, being evidence-informed does not mean we think the research tells us exactly how to teach. This is partly because although we increasingly know a lot about the general mechanisms of how we learn, we still know relatively little about how students learn best in schools; in other words, how we can harness these general mechanisms most efficiently in our classrooms and school systems (Perry et al., 2021). It is also because all pupils, classrooms and school are different, and even the same class in the same school may behave differently from one day to the next. Mary Kennedy (2016a) writes that:


Each new student, each new group of students, and each new topic to be taught requires teachers to think anew about how they will portray curriculum content in this new situation, how they will foster engagement in this new situation, how they will expose their students’ thinking in this new situation, and how they will contain student behaviour in this new situation.


This diversity is a large part of what makes teaching such a stimulating but also challenging career. As a result, it would be naive and wrong to suggest that we can use research to cut a single path for everyone to follow blindly. What we can do, however, is to let the research take us as far as it can, and then make the rest of the journey ourselves in an informed and critical manner. Evidence-informed teaching is an approach and a mindset more than it is a recipe. Two evidence-informed teachers may use different pedagogical approaches in their classrooms; the similarities they share will be in the thought processes they have worked through. The aim of this book, then, is to demonstrate best process rather than best practice.







The WHAT mindset


What is good evidence-informed teaching? That’s the answer, as well as the question! We think you can tell an evidence-informed teacher, whenever they are considering something new in their classrooms, because of what they do. We call this the ‘WHAT mindset’:




	W – (know) Why



	H – Humble beginnings



	A – Assess



	T – Tweak






(Know) Why


For any classroom strategy that we may devise (or have recommended to us), a crucial consideration is whether we can see why it may be likely to work. The mechanism that leads from the strategy to more effective learning should be explicable. Knowing why, rather than just how, is the ingredient that allows us to reflect and adjust later on. If we don’t know what the mechanism is, then it’s very hard to know what to do in the event of our new system not quite working as we had hoped. Such overly simplistic (or overly prescriptive) interpretations of the messages of research findings have been termed ‘lethal mutations’ and may in some places cause more problems than they solve. Knowing why leaves us better placed to avoid these.


Humble beginnings


As we will see in more detail later on, it is very difficult to change classroom behaviour. This becomes even more true the more sizable the changes that we aim to make. In addition to making it more difficult to create meaningful lasting change to our practice, choosing goals that are too large and too ambitious also increases the chance that other useful features of our lessons are forced out in order to make space for the shiny new thing. As a result of this, no matter how impressive the evidence findings may seem it is always a sensible policy to start with the simplest and easiest possible strategy that you can derive from them, and ideally something you can stack onto something you already do.


Assess


As teachers we are told to ‘reflect’ on our teaching after each lesson. This process of reflection will be much more powerful if we know the ‘why’ of any strategy. Being reflective also involves treating any new strategy like a pilot study rather than a finished product. Pilot studies (as we know well as psychology teachers) are designed to reveal what the unexpected issues created by the implementation are. They are not meant to provide a definitive statement about whether the intervention is completely effective, although inevitably we will notice whether or not the intervention seems to be working.


Tweak


Just as with any pilot study, when we find that improvements can be made to our original design, the intervention needs to be adapted and re-piloted. However, just as we need to start small, we should adjust small, or ‘tweak’. Changes need to be manageable and easily adoptable in our current working routines. Improvements in our teaching do not come from single foolproof ideas that can be dropped into our practice, but instead from small improvements that are slowly accrued over multiple iterations.


The WHAT mindset is designed to be applicable to teachers at any stage of their careers, rather than just those early in their career. Indeed, there is evidence that teachers may be better placed to use evidence to solve teaching problems as their careers progress (Greisel et al., 2023). This should not be surprising; our mental models for what goes on in the classroom will be far more complex and detailed after a few years of service. Therefore, with each passing year we may actually be more prepared to usefully incorporate evidence-informed changes successfully into our practice.








How to take an evidence-informed approach to teaching, and to this book


We believe that no amount of research evidence is a guarantee of success in the classroom, and that evidence therefore represents the starting point in a developmental process rather than the end of the conversation. This book represents the present outcome of this developmental process for the two of us – at the time of publication at least, as the process of reflection and development never stops! We will explain the evidence base and the thought processes involved in turning this base into concrete strategies in the psychology classroom.


As we do so, it is important to stress that other people may have taken different paths from the same evidence base as they adapted it to fit their own settings and styles. As a result, it is important to also treat this book as the start of the conversation rather than the end of it. It is not a record of the single best and most effective way to teach psychology in secondary schools, because no such way exists. Just like the evidence base on which it is founded, this book will give you a series of reasoned, well-founded starting points for your classroom practice to be moulded, adjusted or discarded as your professional judgement sees fit.


As we have established, knowing why you are doing something in the classroom is essential. In this book, the learning and disciplinary fundamentals provide the ‘why’ for what we do in our classrooms (the pedagogical implications), and also for how we more broadly structure and think about our curricula. But there are more ‘whys’ to consider. Why might one pedagogical approach be more (or less) likely to work in one school compared to another, with one class compared to another, or even with one student compared to another? Why might the features of your school make it easier to implement one approach in your classroom compared to another?


Schools are hugely complicated places, full of people who are even more complicated! Your knowledge of these contextual details and your expertise in knowing how best to approach the specific challenges of your own unique setting is valuable. It is entirely your prerogative to read this book and to decide not to implement a single idea from it. Provided you continue your professional development journey with a WHAT mindset, then you are just as ‘evidence-informed’ as anyone else.




Know thy specification


Before we dive in, a caveat. At the time of publication, we are both teaching the AQA and Edexcel A-level specifications (although we also have experience of teaching others). Necessarily, we will draw on our knowledge of these specifications to illustrate the various ideas and themes throughout the book. We present examples of teaching sequences and discussions of things like curriculum design and how to approach areas of core content based around our in-depth knowledge of the specifications with which we are most familiar. We think the principles we set out and the ideas we share should apply to any context in which you are teaching psychology, but there will inevitably be specific examples that may not quite fit for you. In our attempt to be as inclusive as we can and consider examples from across specifications, we may have missed certain nuances that you only come to understand from delivering a particular specification through multiple cohorts. As noted above, your knowledge of these contextual details is important and should act as a lens through which to view what we consider here.










The wider benefits of an evidence-informed approach


Of course, the main reason to use the WHAT mindset and take an evidence-informed approach to teaching is that it can help us to shape effective learning experiences for our students. But this is not the only reason.


One important secondary benefit is that of motivation for further professional learning. Having a coherent and empirically grounded framework for our teaching has allowed us to analyse our practice in more depth, and with greater specificity, than we ever had previously. We have been able to identify our (many!) weaknesses with greater accuracy, and also to address these in a systematic way. As a result, our motivation for further professional learning has been sharpened.


When we look at student motivation in Section 1 (see ‘Motivation drives, and is driven by, learning’), we will examine how motivation can be increased by feelings of autonomy, relatedness and competence. An evidence-informed approach can increase our own autonomy (by giving us ownership over our professional development), competence (by making us feel that we are getting better at our craft) and relatedness 
(by opening us up to new communities of colleagues who are experimenting with their practice in similar ways). Motivation in our jobs not only makes it more likely that we will do them well, but motivated teachers are less likely to suffer burnout (Mašková et al., 2022). Related to this, first year teachers who are using evidence-informed pedagogical strategies have been found to report higher levels of school-based wellbeing (Mennes et al., 2023).


A further benefit of the WHAT mindset is that becoming evidence-informed can also benefit our colleagues. Given some of the challenges we’ve outlined already (and which we will examine in greater detail in Section 1), collaboration between teachers is important in ensuring we are giving students the best possible chance of success in our subject. However, sharing good practice can easily fall foul of simply passing on ‘what I do’ without any meaningful decomposition or, at times, even consideration of what it is that makes something work well and why.


An evidence-informed approach therefore gives us a means by which to break down the principles behind our practices, to identify the ‘why’ (the active ingredients that facilitate learning) and develop a shared understanding and language of what could make for effective teaching. This is especially important if we are in a position in which we need to support colleagues’ development, either with more novice teachers or trainees, or those finding themselves facing specific challenges with particular groups or areas of their practice. The curse of expert knowledge can be a challenge here (see Section 1, page 48) as we may not be consciously aware of exactly what it is we’re doing, which makes us less able to share our practice with others. Therefore, a commitment to an evidence-informed approach – not only as an individual but at a departmental level – is of benefit to all.


A final benefit for us as teachers is confidence. If, following the WHAT mindset, we know exactly why we are making a particular change, and what we expect the benefits to be, then we can approach our classroom activities and our professional development much more effectively. Once we begin to see the benefits of the approach, the confidence boost is further increased.4 Confidence is an essential feature of effective teaching, as is the trust that it can generate from students. Teaching psychology in school inevitably means teaching students who are rapidly approaching the largest and most important test of their academic lives thus far, and possibly ever. The trust that students place in us is, when you stop to think about it, quite remarkable and humbling, if not also a little terrifying! It is also something we want to encourage, as students’ trust in their teachers is related to their own academic self-confidence and motivation (Al Nasseri et al., 2014).
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1   This concern presages contemporary discussions about the ‘prevalence inflation hypothesis’ (Foulkes and Andrews, 2023, see Section 2, ‘Choosing which disorders to teach’, page 171).



2   This is also true for both of us. One of us was advised that an ITT course in science would make them ‘more employable’.



3   Burns and Anderson, 1987, define a ‘segment’ in the classroom as ‘a block of time with a particular focus or intention’.



4   We need to be patient, of course, as sometimes the benefits may not appear immediately. Iqbal and Mahmood (2010) found that teachers implementing strategies often experienced an initial drop in confidence before it picked up as the strategy embedded. We will discuss this further in Section 1 when we look at habit formation.


























Section 1: The teaching framework







Lauren


Lauren is teaching schizophrenia to Year 13. She knows that students are really interested in the topic and have been engaged in learning about the common misconceptions and myths around the disorder. They enjoyed looking at case studies and identifying symptoms like hallucinations and delusions. Lauren is due to teach biological explanations and treatments next and is starting to do some planning.


Lauren is a bit worried about this aspect of the topic. She knows that the students found biological psychology challenging in Year 12, with many of them struggling to learn the material effectively and performing poorly on biological questions in their end of year exam. Some of them seemed capable of learning the key terms correctly but weren’t able to write about the concepts in a meaningful way.


Lauren knows it’s quite a complex topic with lots of technical detail that the students have to get to grips with, such as the actions of antipsychotic drugs. She knows they’ll need to work hard both during and outside of lessons in order to feel confident with the content, but that they don’t have the best study habits. She’s concerned they won’t find the topic as interesting and will lose motivation, and she’s worried that when they get things wrong, she won’t know what to do to get them back on track.





What are the specific teaching and learning challenges that Lauren is facing? What areas of theory and research could help her to tackle them?




	Understanding more about attention will help Lauren think about ways to ensure her students are fully engaged in lesson.



	Understanding more about memory, and cognitive load theory (CLT), will help Lauren think about how to deliver the information in a way that increases the likelihood that students will learn it.



	Understanding more about the importance of prior knowledge will help Lauren think about how to plan her students’ learning to build on what they already know – or don’t know – and how to help her students make meaning of the new information by connecting it to what they’ve learned before.



	Understanding more about habit formation will help Lauren think about how to embed effective study skills in her students, both in and out of the classroom.



	Understanding more about motivation will help Lauren think about ways to ensure students persevere when they have to grapple with a difficult topic.






In this section we will set out a teaching framework that will help to understand:




	The learning fundamentals that Lauren needs to be aware of. What are the factors that influence how students learn?



	The disciplinary fundamentals of psychology. What does Lauren need to be aware of that is specific to being a psychology teacher?



	The pedagogical implications for the classroom. How can knowledge of how students learn, and the disciplinary nature of psychology, inform the approaches Lauren might take in her teaching?








[image: Diagram Comparing ‘Learning Fundamentals’ and ‘Disciplinary Fundamentals’. ‘Learning Fundamentals’ include concepts like limited attention and working memory, etc. ‘Disciplinary Fundamentals’ for psychology emphasize its hierarchical nature, the importance of research methods and statistics, and the need for students to have both scientific and literacy skills. Pedagogical implications are listed in the centre.]






Extended Descriptions

Diagram comparing ‘Learning fundamentals’ on the left with ‘Disciplinary fundamentals’ for Psychology on the right, connected by ‘Pedagogical implications’ in the centre. Under ‘Learning fundamentals’ are listed: ‘Attention and working memory are limited’, ‘Learning requires repeated hard thinking’, ‘Motivation drives, and is driven by, learning’, ‘Positive habits free up processing capacity’, ‘Prior knowledge is a key predictor of future learning’, and ‘Feedback must change the learner for the better’. The ‘Pedagogical implications’ section contains a vertical list: ‘Get attention’, ‘Manage cognitive load’, ‘Check what they know’, ‘Make meaning’, ‘Secure success’, ‘Review regularly’, and ‘Feedforward’. ‘Disciplinary fundamentals’ for Psychology are: ‘Psychology is a hierarchical subject (mostly)’, ‘Research methods, and statistics, really matter’, ‘Students need a blend of scientific and literacy skills’, ‘Students have limited prior knowledge’, ‘Conclusions (and language) are cautious’, and ‘There’s so much we still don’t know’.
























Section 1A: Learning fundamentals





The aim of this section is to provide a broad theoretical underpinning of some key ideas around teaching and learning. Back when the authors trained as teachers, the psychology was largely limited to the work of Skinner, Piaget and Vygotsky. While all have their place, it was somewhat surprising that no-one thought teachers needed to learn much more about how learning actually happens. Given what we know about the impact of limited working memory in the classroom, for example, it seems remiss that this was not introduced into the initial teacher training (ITT) core content framework until 20195 (even more so since Baddeley and Hitch first proposed the ‘Working Memory Model’ back in 1974).


Of course, being psychology teachers may seem to put us at something of an advantage here, but it should be noted that our psychology specifications, even within seemingly relevant topics such as memory, often don’t overlap with the science of learning. This means that our specification-specific subject knowledge may not always be helpful in telling us how to structure learning in our classrooms. Certainly, in both of the authors’ experiences the ‘pedagogical content knowledge’ of how to design learning experiences that utilise the science of learning has developed almost entirely separately from our content knowledge.


Indeed, there is some evidence that knowledge about how students learn may be an even more important factor in boosting student achievement than content knowledge (Kramer et al., 2024). What follows is a discussion of six learning fundamentals, which for us constitute the most important foundations to effective learning. While not intended as a comprehensive review of all research in each area, being evidence-informed means knowing enough about the key principles underlying what research has found about learning in order to be able to make intelligent decisions about why we are doing something and how best to apply this to our teaching using the WHAT mindset.6




Attention and working memory are limited


Attention


One of the most crucial things that we as teachers need to know about selective attention is just how limited it is. Attention forms the ‘gateway to cognition’ – it is the process on which all more complex and higher order processing relies. But it is a narrow gateway. Many psychology teachers will be familiar with the ‘Multi-Store Model of Memory’ (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968), which, although a little outdated, still provides a useful visual illustration of this attentional bottleneck into our memory systems.




[image: Flowchart illustrating the flow of information in memory. External input enters sensory memory, is filtered by attention into working memory, where it can be rehearsed or transferred to long-term memory. Information can also be retrieved from long-term memory back to working memory.]




Source: Kelleher & Dobnik (2019)


What the model doesn’t tell us is just how tight this bottleneck is. In experiments, finding a target (such as the letter ‘X’) from a display of six letters can be enough to seemingly exhaust our attentional capacity (Forster and Lavie, 2008; 2011). Having a very limited attention capacity creates a number of problems for students and their teachers. The first is that a ‘limited capacity system’ can only cope with a certain amount of information at a time, so if there’s more task-relevant information than we can process (for example, asking students to watch a video and annotate a diagram with terms listed on a different page) then it is easy to become overwhelmed, even when we are entirely focused on the task in hand. We simply don’t have the bandwidth for all of what we want to take in.


A second problem occurs when there is already some task-irrelevant information being attended to. In this scenario, our processing of any other information will be severely reduced as some of our very limited capacity is already being used for other things, leaving even less capacity for task-relevant processing. This is a major challenge. Often task-irrelevant information in schools is far more salient (i.e. ‘attention capturing’) than the task-relevant information we are asking students to focus on. We think back to our first years of teaching, when our default assumption was that if we spoke loudly and clearly enough and maybe said it a few times then even if students weren’t entirely focused, it would probably sink in. We now know that is highly unlikely to have been the case. In fact, it’s more likely that they were unaware of our very existence!


Students are distracted a lot… by a lot!


Students self-report experiencing a range of different sources of distraction in the classroom for up to 50% of their lesson time on average (Hobbiss, 2019), including:




	Other people



	Background noise



	Mind wandering



	Electronic devices



	Displays in the room






Students who struggle the most with attention control are most distracted in classrooms (Hobbiss and Lavie, 2024). In other words, students report being distracted a lot of the time, by a lot of different things.


Attention really matters to educational outcomes


School discussions on attention are sometimes seen as more of the preserve of the SENCO, who focuses on students with clinically diagnosed attention problems such as ADHD. In fact, there is good evidence that attention skills (or lack of them) strongly predict academic attainment for all students, not just those with a diagnosis. Merrell et al. (2017), for example, found a linear relationship between inattention scores at age five and Key Stage 2 performance in mathematics and English. In other words, even relatively minor decreases in attention skills have a measurable impact on school attainment across the whole distribution of grades. The same linear relationship has also been found for GCSE scores (Sayal et al., 2015); here, teacher ratings of inattention at age seven had a linear relationship with GCSE points scores nine years later! As the authors conclude: ‘Across the full range of scores at a population level, each 1-point increase in inattention at age seven years is associated with worse academic outcomes at age 16.’


Attention really matters.


Working memory


Once we have allocated attention to a particular piece of information, that information is able to proceed further down the processing stream. Now we enter a second limited capacity environment: working memory. The capacity of working memory varies depending on the information that is being processed; it has been found to be between six and seven for digits, and less for more complicated ‘chunks’ (Cowan, 2001).7 These chunks can vary considerably in size depending on how much relevant information we already have stored in long-term memory. The more information we already have stored, the more we can fit into a single chunk. This is one reason why prior learning is a key predictor of future learning (see page 48).


Working memory is also crucial for keeping track of our current goals and prioritising the processing of the task-relevant chunks. This means that overloading working memory with too much information or too complex a task can make people more susceptible to distraction, and therefore poor task performance. Either incoming information will not be processed, or an ‘in-process item’ will be dropped for a new one.


Filling working memory with the right things


Attention and working memory clearly work together to ensure we are processing task-relevant information in an effective way. If we can get attention (see page 62), we are more likely to get the right things from the environment into working memory. However, other things also compete for processing space in working memory:




	Ongoing goals and priorities, which is why having clear targets and a positive mindset can be beneficial (see Section 1, ‘Priming attention, page 62).



	Worries and anxieties, which is why we try to establish a positive culture around assessment and feedback (see Section 4, page 365).






Summary




	Both attention and working memory have serious capacity limitations, which can severely hinder learning if they are not filled with useful task-relevant information.











Learning requires repeated hard thinking


While there may not be consensus in education over the exact definition of the word ‘learning’, we can all probably agree that, for our students to feel confident as they enter their exams, they will need to have large amounts of information committed to memory in the form of detailed and interconnected schemas.8 We look at how such representations can be created in this section.


What sort of memories are we trying to create?


We all naturally want to make our lessons memorable. However, there is an important difference between the sorts of memories that we are trying to form through our teaching and those that make life events such as weddings or birthdays memorable.9 These latter kinds are examples of episodic memories, which are memories of specific experiences, with a time and place attached to them. In education, we are aiming primarily to create detailed semantic memories, which are not restricted to a particular episodic context and can therefore be more successfully transferred to new situations and challenges.


The problem with episodic memories is cue-dependency. If not enough cues (i.e. pieces of contextual information that match those which were present during learning) are present, then we struggle to retrieve the information successfully. This is a major problem for students who will be assessed in what are usually very different environmental contexts and physical states (anxious in an exam hall) than the ones that they were in during initial learning (relaxed in their classroom). Semantic memories, which are formed from multiple overlapping episodic representations, allow us to move beyond reliance on specific cues or environmental contexts.


A classic example of this distinction in the classroom is the experience of a memorable lesson that is remembered for the lesson activity, but not for the psychological information. Examples that stick in our minds from years gone by have been lessons that used a random electric shock generator (taken from a party drinking game) to try to ‘liven up’ the teaching of ethical principles, getting students to throw ping pong balls around to model synaptic transmission, and making neurons out of plasticine and jelly sweets. In all of these cases, the lessons were fondly recalled by students for many months afterwards, but when they were pressed on the finer psychological details, recall was disappointingly vague. In each case, we had not done the follow-up work to convert the single episodic memory into a more secure – and transferable – semantic one. This is not to say that there is no value in such ‘showpiece’ lessons that create episodic memories, but to stress that at the end of this process we have (sometimes time-consumingly) produced but a single partial representation of the key information, which is likely to be highly susceptible to cue dependency. Converting this into a more secure and generalisable semantic memory will require careful follow-up and retrieval (or relearning) of the key material.


How are strong (semantic) memories formed?


Psychologists and neuroscientists generally divide memory into three key processes:




	Encoding – the initial formation of a representation of new information from the environment.



	Consolidation – the stabilisation of this memory trace in our neural circuits for storage.



	Retrieval – the process of bringing stored information to mind for use.






Encoding


When we perceive new information, our immediate interpretation of it is shaped by our prior knowledge (van Kesteren et al., 2012). So right from the outset, we aren’t ‘seeing’ the world objectively, but rather through the lens of our schemas. The process of encoding is an active one, driven by the content of our schemas. Therefore, a student’s failure to recall some information correctly might not be a failure of retrieval, but rather because it was never encoded ‘correctly’ (i.e. as the teacher intended) in the first place.


One way in which we can start to form effective memory traces is through semantic (or elaborative) encoding. This involves attempting to relate new information to existing knowledge as much and as meaningfully as possible. Doing this creates a stronger initial memory trace as it links the newly formed memory with as many existing traces as possible (Staresina et al., 2009). It also helps form semantic rather than episodic memories, as the more links a memory has with other traces the less it is likely to be restricted to the particular episodic context.


Another feature of encoding that has been shown to be beneficial for subsequent memory is distinctiveness, which is the degree to which the information stands out from its context (van Kesteren and Meeter, 2020). This includes methods that cue attention to the most important pieces of information to be encoded, such as highlighting or bolding keywords. For this reason, when we get attention from students we need to think very carefully about exactly what we want them to attend to.




Thinking ratio and participation ratio


If learning requires repeated hard thinking, then we want to use classroom approaches that will allow as many students as possible to achieve this. In his book, Teach Like a Champion, Doug Lemov uses the term thinking ratio to denote how hard the class is thinking about the material being studied, and the term participation ratio to denote the proportion of the class actively taking part in the lesson. Below are examples about what this looks like in practice.


















	 


	Low-participation ratio


	High-participation ratio







	Low-thinking ratio


	Asking just one or two students some simple, factual recall questions.


	Asking the whole class to put their hands up to say if they agree or disagree with something.







	High-thinking ratio


	Engaging in extended, probing questioning with one student.


	Using mini-whiteboards to get all students to complete a complex problem independently.













Consolidation


Consolidation is more than just storage of encoded information. It involves the incorporation of encoded information into existing knowledge, as the information is combined with whatever helpful existing knowledge is called to mind from long-term memory. The memory is ‘reactivated’ (replayed) in tandem with activation of the relevant pre-existing schemas (Deuker et al., 2013). A lot of this happens when we are ‘offline’ (when we are asleep, for example) and is a continuous process, occurring not just in the immediate hours and days for initial learning but for months afterwards. This is one reason why, when we review regularly, we often do it spaced out in time, as this allows for adequate consolidation of a memory before we strengthen and deepen it further through retrieval.


Retrieval


Retrieval is another form of reactivation. The process of retrieving information from memory (re)activates the memory trace, leading to a stronger and more stable consolidation of the memory. Retrieval is also not subject to the same time constraints as consolidation, so in effect it is a mechanism that allows for faster consolidation (Antony et al., 2017; Cottingham, 2022a and 2022b). Reactivation of overlapping memory traces – called co-activation – also allows for similarities and differences to be more clearly identified, and so can lead to reduced interference between similar memories (Ritvo et al., 2019) and a shift from cue-dependent episodic memories to more flexible and generalisable semantic ones.


However, the benefits of retrieval are not simply in strengthening the existing memory trace. Reactivating a memory also provides the chance for reencoding and reconsolidation. In other words, retrieval seems to take memories back into a state of fresh plasticity, where they can be adjusted and combined with new material or feedback given by the teacher (which is one reason why post-retrieval feedback is so important), and the whole cycle of consolidation can then begin afresh with a new, more complex schema.


Reconstruction


Bartlett (1932) proposed that when we recall information, we aren’t simply reproducing information from memory; we are actively reconstructing it. Bartlett famously showed this in his ‘War of the Ghosts’ study, where participants changed the details of stories they had heard to make them make sense relative to their own prior knowledge. The act of reconstruction happens every time you recall that set of information, and memories retrieved after consolidation may have a different neural architecture to when they were encoded (Dudai et al., 2015). Furthermore, post-event information – information received after the original encoding of the event – may become combined and integrated with the original information, making the two impossible to distinguish.


Now consider this in a learning context. A student attends a class, takes some notes and learns some new pieces of information. A few days later, they are looking at a popular psychology revision website on the same topic that includes some additional information that wasn’t mentioned in the lesson, along with some statements that seem to contradict what their teacher said in class. The student may integrate the two sources of information together and perceive them as one coherent chunk, all learned together. Now imagine the teacher is asking some questions to check what the class remembers from the previous lesson. When our student is called upon to answer, they give a response that is from the website, not the lesson. ‘Not quite,’ says the teacher, ‘if you remember, we said that…’ The student in this situation may experience confusion and frustration because they believe they gave a correct answer that the teacher taught them!


… and repeat all over again!


All this explains why retrieval practice has been found to be so effective at promoting long-term learning in educational settings (Kornell and Vaughn, 2016; Roediger and Karpicke, 2018; Yang et al., 2020). Retrieval practice is the name for the simple idea that the more times you are required to get some information out of your memory (by retrieving it), the more secure it will be in your memory. It is absolutely clear from these studies, however, that multiple reactivation opportunities are required for a memory to be effectively learned. This is why we review regularly in our lessons.


In his book, The Hidden Lives of Learners, Graham Nuthall wrote that, from his experience of conducting detailed observations of classrooms, students needed to encounter information three or four times to learn it. This ties in remarkably well with the neuroscientific evidence, which suggests that multiple, varied activations and reactivations of a memory trace are needed (Mareschal et al., 2007).


From this perspective, it is not the discovery of the strategy or the experience of learning a piece of information that is most important for subsequent success, but the repeated exposure to it and practice at accessing it multiple times and in multiple different ways. Indeed, the initial strength of the learning experience does not actually seem to make much difference to the rate of forgetting (Rivera-Lares et al., 2022). There is therefore nothing wrong with the student learning about functionally specialised areas of the brain by making a jelly and labelling parts with cocktail sticks, provided they are subsequently afforded repeated opportunities to revisit and practise their new knowledge in different contexts. (Such activities may also not necessarily have the motivational benefits that we might assume; see ‘Competence’, page 37.) There is, however, an opportunity cost in terms of the time required. As a result, we tend to leave the jelly – and the plasticine – in the cupboard these days, but you may decide to use your time differently. That’s entirely your prerogative as an evidence-informed teacher, provided you maintain a WHAT mindset when you do.




The difference between learning and performance


Andrew covered evaluations of social learning theory (SLT) in his last lesson and gave the class a plenary to check that they could recall them. They could. In the next lesson, he begins to plan an essay comparing SLT and behaviourism, but his students seem unable to successfully use the same information in this new context. Indeed, some of them struggle to list the evaluations of SLT at all.





Both authors trained in the era of Ofsted inspecting individual lessons, where ‘outstanding’ lessons were deemed to be ones in which students could demonstrate learning and progress within the lessons themselves. This led to myriad performative demonstrations of student ‘progress’, but sadly ignored the fact that what we (and the inspectors) were actually measuring was just temporary performance, rather than the sustained changes in comprehension, understanding and skills that would indicate true learning (Soderstrom and Bjork, 2015).


Ofsted aside, it remains all too common that the demonstration of a skill in the learned context is taken as indicating mastery of the skill in general, meaning lessons progress after a limited number of demonstrations of any new idea. As we have just seen, however, we often need multiple, overlapping experiences with a new idea to be able to transfer our knowledge to a new context. We therefore need to check what they know, and review regularly, not just from a single demonstration.


Summary




	We need to think hard about the types of repeated hard thinking that we want our students to do, in order to help them build strong and interconnected schemas.











Motivation drives, and is driven by, learning


Schunk, Meece and Pintrich (2014) offer this definition of motivation: ‘The process whereby goal-directed activities are instigated and sustained.’ Building on this definition, Cook and Artino (2016) observe:


This definition highlights four key concepts: motivation is a process; it is focused on a goal; and it deals with both the initiation and continuation of activity directed at achieving that goal.


For teachers, it is particularly useful to think about motivation for specific goals rather than as a general state. It becomes all too easy to talk about students who are, for example, ‘lacking motivation’ in general, when what we actually mean is that they are lacking motivation for a specific set of goals related to what we are trying to achieve as teachers and they are trying to achieve as learners. A useful question to ask of a student is what goals they are motivated to achieve, if only to highlight to both you and them that this is not some fixed, unchangeable state. Once we’ve established that they are in fact motivated in some areas of their lives, then it’s just a matter of figuring out what drives that motivation and how to transfer this to their psychology studies.




Intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation


Intrinsic motivation is characterised by the desire to perform specific behaviours or activities for the inherent satisfaction of completing them (doing an essay because they enjoy it), whereas extrinsic motivation is where behaviour is driven by external reinforcers (doing the essay to avoid a detention). Reliance on extrinsic motivators diminishes intrinsic motivation (Deci et al., 1999) meaning that while external rewards and punishments may help to establish a behaviour in the first instance, they will unlikely sustain it in the long term. For example, a student may initially decide to work hard on a piece of work because they will receive some form of reward, such as merit points, but this is unlikely to cause them to work hard all year. Our goal as teachers, then, is to find ways to boost the intrinsic motivation of our students. However, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation don’t represent discrete, binary positions, rather they are just the endpoints on a scale. Therefore, our aim might be to move students further along the scale in terms of intrinsic motivation, rather than seeing it as a ‘state’ to be achieved.





According to self-determination theory (SDT, Ryan & Deci, 2020), for students to be more intrinsically motivated, they need to feel:




	Competence – feeling that what they do is allowing them to be successful.



	Autonomy – feeling in control of their behaviour and goals.



	Relatedness – feeling a sense of belonging.






Let’s consider these factors in the context of the classroom.


Competence


Competence derives from a feeling of success and may be the strongest predictor of learning gains of the three components (Yu and Levesque-Bristol, 2020).


In our classrooms, students will feel competent if they can successfully learn new material, correctly answer questions or score well in an assessment. This means we need to manage cognitive load by thinking carefully about how we present, chunk and sequence new material to ensure we’re not overloading working memory and are allowing students to secure success. For example, if you’re teaching students about the actions of drugs for depression or schizophrenia, they will need to be confident in describing the process of synaptic transmission in order to be able to explain how antidepressants or antipsychotics work. The relationship between motivation and success is a reciprocal one (Vu et al., 2022), and certainly achievement boosts motivation as much, if not more than, the other way around (Garon-Carrier et al., 2016; Guay et al., 2003; Jansen et al., 2022). Therefore, correctly labelling a diagram showing a synapse may initially build their feelings of competence and give them the motivation to engage and challenge themselves further.


Autonomy


Autonomy is a tricky one in schools; the simple fact is that students have an awful lot of things decided for them. So how can we foster a sense of autonomy in our students when so much is out of their hands? First, it’s worth emphasising that, according to SDT, students don’t need complete autonomy, just a feeling of autonomy. They need to feel like they are taking ownership of their goals and the behaviours they adopt in order to pursue those goals. Second, if students are to feel a sense of autonomy from choosing which behaviours to adopt to achieve their goals, then they need to be confident that they know how to do those behaviours successfully, which also suggests that we should first prioritise competence over autonomy (Birch, 2023). This could mean giving students autonomy only after careful training in how to carry out tasks effectively, or autonomy over a choice of strategy from a pre-approved selection. For example:




	Teaching students a range of effective study strategies and then giving them autonomy over which ones they use (see Section 2, ‘STAR tasks’, page 179, and also Section 5, ‘Encouraging a culture of independent learning’, page 449).



	Presenting students with some general guidance about what examiners are looking for (rather than rigid scaffolds) and examples of different ways of effectively answering the same question so they can choose what works best for them (see Section 4, page 381 for more on models and modelling).






Relatedness


Relatedness is the extent to which we feel a sense of belonging; in other words, that we can identify with those around us. One of the simplest things we can do is be mindful of the language we use in the classroom. Referring to our students as psychologists reminds them of their shared bond, along with developing confidence with technical psychological terminology. Narrating our lessons with reference to ‘we’ and ‘us’ also helps to foster relatedness by drawing on those collaborative discussions and decisions. Shared in-jokes and humour can also be powerful here too, although we’ve got to be mindful of the potential for distraction. We don’t want them to only remember the (episodic) jokes and none of the (semantic) psychology.


Harnessing the power of social norms is also useful. By highlighting positive norms that we want everyone to adopt, we increase relatedness, as students have a clear group identity. For example, if a couple of students in a class haven’t completed homework, the teacher might say publicly, ‘I’m really disappointed that two of you haven’t done your homework’, which is actually highlighting the behaviour they don’t want.10 An alternative phrasing, such as ‘It’s great that almost all of you have completed your homework’, instead signals the positive norm. (Of course, those that didn’t complete the homework still need addressing, but perhaps more privately and using the kind of positive framing as outlined above.)


Motivation for ‘boring’ topics


It can sometimes be tempting to talk about lesson content in terms of how interesting or fun we think a topic is. In psychology, this can happen with topics like research methods or biopsychology. If we say or imply to students, ‘This is a bit of a dull topic’, then we risk significantly damaging the chances of them learning it well. Tam et al. (2023) demonstrated that expecting in advance that a topic would be boring led students to report feeling more bored. We also risk ignoring the fact that what one student may find exciting another may view as quite dull, and vice versa. So, we should always endeavour to share the rationale for studying something, potentially increasing engagement and motivation (Jang, 2008). On the flip side, we should never frame parts of our course as boring – or ‘dry’, as we often seem to euphemistically call them.


Encouraging curiosity in the material itself can also aid motivation. Curiosity levels may be related to prior knowledge (Kang et al., 2009), and having curiosity can enhance learning (Kang et al., 2009; Gruber et al., 2019). Checking what they know and reactivating students’ prior learning (as well as modelling curiosity and enthusiasm for the topics ourselves) may therefore allow more students to approach even the somewhat ‘drier’ parts of our specification with more enthusiasm.




Sharing the rationale


One simple and powerful way to engender student trust – and also create evidence-informed students who understand how learning takes place – is to take every opportunity to share the rationale for activities in your classroom. Why are you doing things this way? What do you expect them to get out of the process? This is a useful tool for creating a positive classroom culture (we will refer back to it throughout this book, as well as providing illustrations of how it may happen in the example teaching segments). It’s an especially important and useful tool if what you are doing in class may conflict with some students’ previous experiences in classrooms, or with their ‘lay understanding’ of how learning works.


To pick some examples from the forthcoming pages, sharing the rationale may be useful when not giving extensive written feedback on essays, not grading tests or when asking students to perform effortful retrieval activities that frequently reveal to them things that they have forgotten. All of these can seem initially unfamiliar and uncomfortable to students. A teacher who can confidently share the rationale for why they have chosen to do things this way – and why, as a result, the students should benefit, providing they buy into the process as well – can shape a positive, effective and evidence-informed academic culture in their classroom.





Summary




	Helping students develop a sense of belonging, ownership of their learning and, crucially, a sense that they can be successful is likely to increase their motivation to learn more.











Positive habits free up processing capacity


Because attention and working memory are limited, we want to find as many ways as we can to free up space in our students’ cognitive resources. One way of doing this is to try to assist students in creating efficient classroom habits.


Habits and routines free up processing capacity, because if we are able to automatically respond to a particular situation with a chain of actions then we don’t need to waste any precious processing space to work out how we are going to respond. We therefore have more capacity to think about the material itself. In the words of Peps Mccrea, ‘routines redeploy attention’ from the process of learning to the content of their learning (Mccrea, 2023).


Classroom routines can be roughly grouped into two broad categories. Think about how many you currently use in your classroom.




	
Instructional routines, which assist students with handling the information presented. For example:




	Routines for knowing what to do when a student is finding work challenging (e.g. ‘brain – buddy – book – boss’).



	Routines for specific classroom activities, such as how to approach different retrieval practice tasks.



	Routines for answering exam questions, such as highlighting command words and key details.



	Routines for evaluation, such as using an acronym to systematically work through the strengths and weaknesses of a research study.



	Routines for paired- or whole-class discussions that ensure equal participation and practice opportunities for all.



	Routines for homework (e.g. format, setting and submission days).



	Routines for understanding and responding to feedback.








	
Behavioural routines, which assist students in managing their behaviour productively. For example:




	Routines for entering a classroom and starting a lesson.



	Routines for participation in class (e.g. hands up or down? Will cold-calling be used? When and how?).



	Routines for when, or if, technology such as mobile phones can be used in lessons.



	Routines governing what sanctions, or other reprimands, will result from different classroom infringements.











In all of these routines, if students are familiar and comfortable with the procedures associated with them, they will be able to redeploy their processing capacity from the ‘how’ to the ‘what’ of a task, from the process to the content. This increases the ability to think deeply about the material, and therefore the chances to secure success, as students who are seen to be performing the desired behaviours will be more likely to turn them into strong habits if they also feel rewarded for their actions (Fiorella, 2020).


Classrooms as a positive habit environment


Habit formation relies on repeated performances of the action in similar environments, so a positive habit environment will make it as easy as possible to perform the desired behaviour repeatedly, and harder to perform other, less desirable ones. For example, it is far easier to reduce the degree of distraction by technological devices if they are simply banned, rather than if ‘responsible use’ (and self-control) is encouraged. There is good evidence to suggest that such policies can improve academic performance in the case of both computers and mobile phones (Amez and Baert, 2020; Amez et al., 2023; Huey and Giguere, 2023). This positive habit environment will also allow for the formation of productive working routines regarding technology use, even outside of the classroom.


Other examples of creating positive habit environments that have been shown to benefit educational outcomes include:




	Having clear sanctions for behavioural issues such as attendance (Dobkin et al., 2010).



	Spreading homework assignment deadlines evenly throughout the term, compared to making them due at the end (Ariely and Wertenbroch, 2002).



	Reducing distracting visual displays (Fisher et al., 2014).



	Greeting students positively at the door (Cook et al., 2018).



	Modelling and mandating the use of effective independent learning strategies ourselves in courses and assignments (McDaniel et al., 2021).






Habits and motivation


Because habits are produced automatically in response to an environmental cue – and without any consideration of the consequence of the action – they actually bypass our motivational systems entirely. Motivation affects ‘goal-directed’ behaviour (as we saw in the previous section), whereas habitual behaviours are, by definition, insensitive to such goals. We don’t have to think about whether we want to do an action that is habitual – we just do it. In fact, many of us will readily recognise situations where we may actively want not to do a certain action that has become habitual, but we still continue to do it.


Of course, this does not diminish the importance of motivation in the classroom. We are never going to fully automate all our classroom processes (see ‘The “double-edged sword” of habits’ below). It does, however, illustrate another potential beneficial effect of positive habits freeing up processing capacity. For some students, one potent source of additional cognitive load will be the motivational wrestling match required to get started on a piece of work. Effective working routines can help to avoid this challenge altogether, because internal factors such as self-control have far less of an effect on forming good habits than the environment does (Van der Weiden et al., 2020). It also works the other way of course; even very highly motivated students can struggle to be productive if they lack the right routines.


The ‘double-edged sword’ of habits


There are three potential drawbacks to encouraging habitual behaviour in the classroom. The first is the time. Classroom routines, as many of us know, only form with regular repetition and focus. We therefore need to choose our routines carefully. No teacher will have well-established routines for all classroom behaviours – there would be no time left for the content! That said, an effective classroom routine often more than compensates for the time required to create them.


Another reason to choose our desired student habits carefully is that they are hard to break once formed. A common example of this concerns the use of acronyms. Many of us will use acronyms (to help structure paragraphs or to create evaluation points, for example), and these can be very useful tools. However, students may then struggle to adapt to situations where the acronym doesn’t perfectly fit the study or theory that is being discussed. (See Section 3, page 233 for further discussion on the use of acronyms for core content.)


One final possible drawback to consider is the trade-off between routine and variety in classroom activities. Variety can be a useful tool to stimulate engagement or attract attention (or to provide overlapping retrieval experiences to encourage reconsolidation), but as Doug Lemov says, ‘If they have to learn the rules of a new game every day, that leaves only so much time to actually practise and play it.’ (Lemov, 2015). Therefore, think carefully about where you can introduce variety into the lessons, and which activities you may want to keep consistent.




What are your classroom habits?


While thinking about student habits in the classroom, why not also think about your own! Experienced teachers perform large numbers of complicated routines, sometimes simultaneously (behaviour management, content delivery, formative assessment, etc). Habits are a crucial part of effective teaching. However, habits can also outlive their usefulness – and be very difficult to break.


What are the classroom behaviours you would like to change but find hard to do so? One of us ran a poll a few years ago that revealed two main categories where teachers reported struggling to break ingrained habits:




	Inefficient checks for understanding (e.g. saying ‘that ok?’, ‘everyone happy?’ or ‘any questions?’).



	Talking to a class when students are actually working away quietly. (Research would seem to back up these self-reports, as classroom sound recordings have found that silent thinking or writing tasks account for less than 5% of classroom time in some settings (Owens et al., 2017).)






The development of inflexible classroom habits may be one reason why, on average, teachers’ development slows down after the first 3–5 years in the classroom (Hobbiss et al., 2021). It also helps us to explain why so much CPD (which will often target teacher knowledge or motivation) fails, as changes in goals will have no effect on the automatic production of an established habitual behaviour.






Summary




	Thinking carefully about the habits we want our students to develop, and curating the environment to help them do so, will help them become more effective learners.











Prior knowledge is a key predictor of future learning


The most important single factor influencing learning is what the learner already knows. Ascertain this and teach [them] accordingly.


(Ausubel, 1968)


According to psychologist David Ausubel, knowledge is acquired via the integration of new information with what the learner already knows. The goal of learning is to create bodies of knowledge that are vast, stable, connected, organised and accessible. The point of learning is not memorising facts as ‘islands of knowledge’, but to create meaning by making a bridge between relevant existing knowledge and new information. If we make meaning through assimilation of new knowledge with old, rather than just trying to memorise new information, then our bodies of knowledge are more likely to transfer to novel contexts, make it easier to acquire further new knowledge and will be less prone to forgetting.


Assimilating new knowledge doesn’t just add it to a body of knowledge; it changes the nature and structure of existing knowledge. Even when we do forget, knowledge that has previously been assimilated is more easily relearned, whereas disconnected knowledge will need learning anew as if from scratch.


Ways of learning


Ausubel suggests that assimilation can occur in different ways. The primary way is subsumptive learning, where we acquire a higher order (generalised) concept (a ‘subsumer’) first, before adding concrete (specific) details or examples. For example, psychology students often confuse the terms ‘external validity’ and ‘ecological validity’ and assume that external validity is only relevant when discussing how ‘natural’ or ‘artificial’ the setting of a study is. In reality, external validity is the subsumer here, and so it may help for this to be taught first before introducing more specific terms like ecological validity or population validity as sub-concepts.


Assimilation can also happen in other ways:




	Superordinate learning involves the reverse of subsumptive learning, with the specific details being acquired first before a more generalised concept. This would mean students learning a specific example of a sampling technique before broadening this out to the more general concept of sampling.



	Combinatorial learning occurs when connected ideas do not relate in a hierarchical fashion and must be learned side-by-side. For example, while they are clearly related, reliability and validity are distinct concepts that must be learned separately, but connections must be drawn to help students see the links between them.






As we will discuss below, psychology is a mostly hierarchical subject (see page 51), meaning that subsumption may be considered the optimal route to help students make meaning of new information. However, there are also cases where this is not possible, and we should consider the importance of building our explanations from the concrete to the abstract. Where it is necessary for superordinate or combinatorial learning to occur, teachers must ensure topics are carefully sequenced, there is adequate opportunity for revisiting material frequently and that links are explicitly drawn between ideas. This helps to avoid students compartmentalising information – what Ausubel refers to as ‘the enemy of creating links and avoiding confusion’ (Cottingham, 2023).


Subsumptive learning in practice: research methods


The way the research methods unit is organised in most exam specifications is in a fairly compartmentalised way – there is one method called ‘experiments’, another called ‘self-reports’, another called ‘observations’ and so on. Students may vaguely understand that these topics fall under the general subsumer research methods but to all intents and purposes see them as completely discrete sets of information that must be learned separately.11


Then they encounter some actual studies conducted in real life and things start to unravel:


Sir, is Bandura an experiment or an observation? And what about Milgram – my textbook calls it a lab experiment, but I read on a past paper mark scheme that it’s really a controlled observation. Which is it?12


In this context, the student has yet to understand that the overall methodology of the study is not necessarily the same thing as the method by which data is collected. By explaining this distinction and giving multiple examples from different studies, the student will be able to reorganise their existing knowledge, leading to the understanding that a study may entail multiple methods.


Prior knowledge and curriculum design


Cottingham (2023) suggests four principles that should guide our curriculum design based on Ausubel’s work:




	Define bodies of knowledge – Specify what students need to know and understand.



	Select subsumers – Identify the general and inclusive ideas that provide an overall framework for the content.



	Feed subsumers with detail – Make decisions about precisely which content and to what level of detail students will need to learn.



	Sequence for assimilation – Consider carefully how students will encounter new information to ensure it can build on prior knowledge.






Psychology teachers may argue that they have little say in principle 1, and the extent to which you have much say in principles 2 and 3 may depend on which specification you teach. However, examination specifications are often relatively vague, so there remains a problem of selection. This is why when we check what they know, we still need to think clearly about what information we want students to know (for example, through defining core questions and by assessing the prerequisite knowledge for new learning). Principle 4 is certainly within our control and must be considered in light of the other three. Carefully selecting the most important subsumers also means ensuring students encounter them at the right time, to allow for them to make meaning and learn more effectively.




The curse of knowledge


It can be very easy to underestimate our own subject knowledge expertise, and therefore to underestimate the amount of prior knowledge that new information may require. It may be easy to believe that the older and more senior students we are teaching seem like experts, but we need to remember that in our subject they are still very much novices (see Disciplinary fundamentals, ‘Students have limited prior knowledge’, page 54).


The curse of knowledge is a cognitive bias whereby people with expertise often fail to appreciate the depth of that knowledge, or how much more detailed their schemas may be than other people’s. As a result, experts can find it very hard to explain things to people who lack similar levels of expertise, as they fail to pitch their explanation at the right level. We’ve all had the experience in the classroom of being unable to imagine how a particular explanation or example which to you seemed crystal clear could have been misinterpreted. (Or, if you’re a fan of charades at family gatherings, how your perfect reconstruction of a famous movie scene could go unrecognised.) That’s the curse of knowledge. Carefully examining prerequisite knowledge can help to overcome this.





A final point to consider is that since prior knowledge is a key predictor of future learning, it’s clear that more, better organised prior knowledge makes it easier to learn new information. The result of this is that those with rich schemas will make progress significantly faster than those who have limited or impoverished prior knowledge. In other words, prior knowledge helps the rich get richer. This has quite profound implications for what happens in our classrooms and may help to explain how different students in the same lesson, ostensibly with the same starting points, may make wildly different levels of progress in what they learn, and why those gaps may just keep getting wider.


Summary




	To allow students to develop rich schemas, they need to make meaning by connecting new information with prior knowledge. This means sequencing learning carefully to build conceptual understanding over time.











Feedback must change the learner for the better


It seems obvious that feedback should change our students for the better, but surprisingly often that seems not to be the case. In fact, some feedback interventions can be actively harmful. In one large analysis, Kluger and DeNisi (1996) found that in 38% of well-designed studies, feedback actually made performance worse. When done well, however, feedback can be one of the most powerful tools for learning that we have (Collin and Quigley, 2021). Clearly this is a complex and nuanced area.


There are a number of different ways that feedback has been defined academically, but we think the most powerful definition comes from Carless and Boud (2018), who write that feedback is ‘a process through which learners make sense of information from various sources and use it to enhance their work or learning strategies.’


This is a definition that completely turns many schools’ approaches to feedback on their head, as it defines feedback relative to the learner rather than the source. As a result, if nothing is done by the learner, it doesn’t even count as feedback at all. This is worse than students simply not improving as much as we would like. If practice (after feedback) makes perfect (allowing students to secure success), then practice (without feedback) makes permanent. Students’ mistakes will become ingrained through habit and become progressively harder to shift. Feedback is therefore much more about what the students do than what the teacher does.


But even providing corrective feedback to students and allowing them the chance to act on your recommendations might not be enough to satisfy the Boud and Carless definition, as the ‘enhancement’ that students need to show is related to ‘their work’ generally, rather than a piece of specific work. In other words, true feedback should allow students to make meaning by seeing the more generalisable principles and transferable skills beneath each piece of work (our pedagogical implication is that it should feedforward, see page 102). Or, as Wiliam (2018) puts it: ‘The main purpose of feedback is to improve the student and not the work.’


Summary




	Effective feedback improves learners, not work, by equipping them with the skills to perform better in new pieces of work.






_______________


5   The ITT Core Content Framework can be accessed at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/974307/ITT_core_content_framework_.pdf



6   And to be able to share the rationale with our students, for why we are doing things the way that we are.



7   This capacity may of course vary according to which sub-systems of working memory are being used by a particular task, as we may teach our students when discussing the working memory model. For the time being, however, we will consider working memory in general terms.



8   Schemas, of course, are often a key element for our students to understand as well. We look at how we can teach this key piece of conceptual understanding at the example teaching segment at the end of this section on page 114.



9   This distinction will, of course, already be familiar to most psychology teachers depending on your specification.



10 Teachers make similar mistakes with behaviour management; for example, ‘I’ve asked for silence and some of you are talking’ makes some students think, ‘Oh, ok, it must be alright to talk then.’



11 This is reinforced to some extent by the specifications and exam papers that often assess them as separate entities too.



12 Some teachers may remember the rather contentious debate around this one!
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